RELIGION & STATE -- AND DON'T FORGET, SOCIETY TOO

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

As an American-born Israeli, I have noticed that when it comes to religion in public life, my two homelands are the reverse image of each other. 


On the one hand, the U.S. has constitutionally divorced Religion from the State; however, within American society, religion plays a huge role. For instance, Americans poll the highest percentage in the world in their belief in God; religious values permeate many public issues and controversies (stem cell research, abortion etc); and God save the politician who doesn't swear some fealty to the Almighty, of whatever denomination. 


On the other hand, in Israel -- the Jewish State -- Judaism is officially a core element in the country's legal identity (which is why PM Netanyahu is insisting that in any peace treaty the Palestinians recognize it as a Jewish State). Moreover, important areas of the polity are run exclusively (according to law) by the rabbinical establishment, e.g. marriage, divorce, conversion. Yet when one looks at the matter of religion at the level of Israeli society, it becomes apparent that religion doesn't permeate very deeply, and indeed the secular majority practically thumbs its nose at the religious establishment. 


Examples abound. Here are just a few. Municipal laws do not allow serving hametz on Passover in public places? The restaurants (with subsequent court agreement) have defined "public" as "out on the sidewalk," but within the enclosed space "inside" the restaurant, that's not "public". Only "proper" Jews can be buried in official cemeteries? The kibbutzim have started "secular cemeteries," and now we even have private "cremation companies"! Only food and culture establishments are allowed to be open on the Sabbath? The kibbutzim -- legally, a sort of municipal "ex territoria" -- have opened commercial centers for mass Saturday shopping. The rabbis won't marry a Cohen to a divorcee? The couple hops over to Cyprus, gets married there (civilly), and returns man and wife, a union that has to be recognized by the Ministry of the Interior. 


Most shocking of all: it was reported this past September that an Israeli has just published the country's first Hebrew-language cookbook for (are you ready?)... pork recipes! By a retired cardiologist, no less!! That comes on the heels (or rinds, if you will) of the hugely successful meat store chain Tuv Taam ("the best of taste", in Hebrew) which caters to the "white meat crowd". Indeed, the name of the cookbook is "Ha'Sefer Ha'Lavan" -- loosely translated as the White Paper (especially galling to anyone who knows that this was the source of British policy restricting Jewish immigration during the pre-State period).


Moreover, Americans might be astonished to discover that in the "Jewish State" there is no public controversy over abortion (it's universal, and paid for by the health system), and not a peep has been heard regarding the ethics of stem cell research. Homosexuality? The Israeli Army pays a lifetime pension to the surviving live-in partner, if the gay army officer passes away. 


What lesson should we learn from this comparison between America and Israel? It's one that may sound strange coming from a political scientist like myself, but here goes. When we think about a country and its "doings" we tend to focus on formal legislation, on institutional arrangements, on establishment practice (whether Church or State). I am sure that most of you follow religion and state in Israel and get plenty hot and bothered by such "political" topics as the recent Conversion Law controversy, the problems that the Reform and Conservative movements have with the Israeli officially-invested, Orthodox rabbinate, and so on. But the real "action" lies elsewhere -- in the midriff of Israeli society -- and not at the "head" of Israeli politics.


This is not to say that the political establishment has no say over religion in Israel; it is to say that its power is increasingly limited by Israeli society's unwillingness to go along with the latest political "mandates" on issues that impinge on the way they want to lead their daily life. So when you next read about "Religion & State" in the press, stop for a moment and ask: OK, but what's Israeli society doing about it? The answer might surprise you.
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